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ws and Comment- 


Reagan s Plan for MX Attracts Fire 


In the spring of 1986, if the Reagan 
Administration gets its way, the U.S. Air 
Force will begin planting spanking new 
MX nuclear missiles in the Northern 
Plains. Between 40 and 50 MX’s will be 
lowered into concrete-reinforced holes 
now housing smaller, less powerful nu- 
clear missiles known as Minutemen. 
United State officials believe that, if the 
Soviets wanted to, they could destroy 


Political expediency and technical miscalculation produce 
a dangerous plan for basing the MX in silos 


istration to build thousands of missile 
shelters in the southwestern United 
States, and to shuttle MX missiles from 
one shelter to another in a deliberate 
shell g^e.^ But last year the Rengan 
Administration reacted this scheme arid 
decided tp put some MX missiles in 
Minuteman silos. This decision has cre- 
ated precisely the situaUon that Ellis and 

others have warned about. 



these valuable new weapons in a first 
strike. Thus, if any of the MX are to be 
fired, the United States will be the ag- 
gressor in a nuclear war and strike first, 
or it will fire when its computers say that 
a Soviet attack has just begun. 

In Congress, at the Pentagon, and in 
the arms control community, there is 
broad agreement that the placement of 
MX missiles in vulnerable silos increases 
the chance that a tense international cri- 
sis could become a nuclear war. Either 
of the superpowers, relying on potential- 
ly enroneous warning signs or simply the 
expMtation that attack from the other is 
imminent, would be tempted to hit first, 
to achieve the greatest advantage. As 
General Richard Ellis, former director of 
the Strategic Air Command, remarked in 
1980, “The most destabilizing strategic 
situation that can be devised is one in 
which a major weapons system of a 
superpower could be destroyed in a sur- 
prise attack by another superpower/’ 
This is not a new concern. For two 
decades, the Pentagon has been search- 
ing for a way to protect its missiles fiom 
enemy attack. In 1979, the search culmi 


Fortunately, it will not be permanent. 
When Reagan made his dedsion, he also 
proposed study of three likely replace- 
ments for silo basing: a missile defense, 
missiles on constantly roving ain>iane$, 
and missiles buried deep undeiground. 
But none of these could be in operation 
before 1990, and so the risky situation 
will prevaU for at least 4 years. Reagan 
need only turn to Paul Nitze, his chief 
negotiator in the aims control tariff in 
Europe, for an assessment of the danger. 
"Deployment of a laiger missile in the 
Minuteman silos does nothing to stdve 
the silo vulnerability problem and in ad- 
dition has the negative feature of a 
threatening but vulnerable U.S. fiist- 
strike counterforce capability." Nitze 
said in 1979, during hearings on SALT 
II. “Accordingly, it would increase crisis 
instalrility and the prospect that deter- 
rence would fall.” 

The seeds of this predicament lie in the 
Reagan Admim'stration’s decision that 
the MX must be added immediately to 
the U.S. nuclear stockpile, despite the 
l^k of a long-term basing mode— a deci- 
sion that apparently owes more to politi- 


During the Administration’s delibera- 
tions, the need for rapid MX deployment 
was articulated by Secretary of Defense 
Caspar Weinberger, who was in turn 
iiifluenced by the conclusions of a spe- 
cial MX advisory panel that he estab- 
lished.* 

The panel, headed by University of 
Calrfomia physicist Charles Townes, 
had er^’ned literaliy dozens of ideas’ 
for basing the MX, including the Carter 
plu to hide 200 missiles among 4600 
missfle shelters erected in the southwest- 
era U.S. desert. It heard firom the Navy 
the ^ Force, the State Department,’ 
members of the academic community a 
handful of defense contractors, and 
some state and federal legislators. It 
c^e to the awkward conclusion that 
vrrtuaBy every idea was flawed, because 
the Soviets could build warheads of suf- 
ficient power and in sufficient quantity to 
destroy almost any land-based target 
“It is not a very difficult problem, and 
does not require any great expense or 
My different technology from what the 
Swiets have now." Townes explains. 
The panelists unanimously agreed that 
two ideas showed particular promise: 
mssiles aboard airplanes and missiles 
buned deep undeiground. 

Because both required fiirther study, a 
short-term solution was discussed. 
Townes and several other panelists sim- 
ply favored expansion of the bomber arid 
submarine-based missile force. “The 
simple ansyver to the problem of [land- 
based fnissile] vulnerability is to beef up 
the other two legs of the strategic triad 
and rely on them,” says Townes. But a 
m^'ority of the panelists thought that 
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